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A Narrative Approach to Exploring Responsible
Involvement of Fathers With Their Special-Needs
Children
David C.Dollahite
Brigham Young University
This chapter briefly summarizes the main findings from research employing narrative
methodologies on fathers of children with special needs conducted by me and my students
(Brotherson & Dollahite, 1997; Dollahite, 2003; Dollahite, Marks, & Brotherson, 1998;
Dollahite, Marks, & Olson, 2002; Marks & Dollahite, 2001; Olson, Dollahite, & White,
2002). This research is consistent with recent emphasis on narrative methods in the social
sciences generally (Dollahite, Hawkins, & Brotherson, 1996; Josselson & Lieblich, 1993;
McAdams, 1993; Riessman, 1993; Sarbin, 1986) and with recent narrative studies of
fathers of special-needs children (Brotherson, 1995) and fathers and religion (Latshaw,
1998; Marshall, Olsen, Allred, Mandleco, & Dyches, 1998; Palkovitz & Palm, 1998;
Webb-Mitchell, 1993).
The findings reported here come from analyses of two main data sets consisting of
Latter-day Saint (LDS, Mormon) fathers of children with a variety of serious disabilities
and chronic illnesses. One sample consisted of 16 fathers of young children with special
needs and the other sample, a follow-up study of the first, included 19 fathers with children
of varying ages. The findings both confirm and extend some previous findings of research
with fathers of special-needs children.
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Beyond Paternal Pathology
Although there has been much understandable focus among policymakers on paternal
pathologies (i.e., abusive fathers, fatherlessness, deadbeat dads), we must not forget that
there are a great many fathers who are deeply committed to and highly involved with
their children. We need to explore responsible, involved fathering as well as continue to
understand paternal problems.
The research indicates that highly religious fathers tend to also be highly involved with
their children and are less likely than nonreligious fathers to exhibit behaviors that harm
children (see Dollahite, Marks, & Goodman, in press; Marks & Dollahite, 2001) and so
a study of highly religious fathers can help illuminate responsible fathering (Dollahite,
1998). Religious communities seem to help fathers better provide the social or family
capital (Dollahite & Rommel, 1993) that benefit their children.
In addition, we also know from a great deal of research that married fathers are likely to
be more highly involved with their children than those fathers who are not married to the
mothers of their children (Popenoe, 1996). Likewise, improving our understanding of the
ways fathers work together with mothers to meet their children’s needs is important. Thus,
the study of married fathers is important.
Finally, we should acknowledge the many challenges that most fathers face and explore
responsible fathering among fathers that face significant challenges. One of the many
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groups of fathers that face significant challenges are those with children having special
needs (significant disabilities, chronic illness, or other significant challenges). The unique
needs of these children usually call for greater degrees of responsible involvement from
their parents as well as greater community and institutional support. Exploring the ways
these fathers make both ordinary and extraordinary contributions to their children’s
well-being can help us define the boundaries of responsible, involved fathering.
Listening to Fathers Facing Unique Challenges
An important way to carefully explore responsible and involved fathering in challenging circumstances is to listen to the voices or hear the stories of these fathers themselves.
There is much potential benefit to hearing fathers tell, in their own words, how they try
to meet the needs of their children because they can articulate dimensions of involvement
that may have been overlooked or underexplored in previous studies. A detailed exploration of the involvement of highly responsible and involved fathers has the potential to
help us (a) better conceptualize father involvement, (b) improve the measurement of father
involvement, and (c) provide policymakers, program developers, and scholars with much
needed examples of “functional fathering.”
Special-Needs Fathers
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Literature reviews of the research on special-needs fathers (Bristol & Gallagher, 1986;
Dollahite, Slife, & Hawkins, 1998; Hornby, 1994; Lamb & LaumannBillings, 1997; Olson,
Dollahite, & White, 2002; Turbiville, 1994) indicate the following:
1. Most studies involving special-needs children have focused on mothers and relatively
little research has been conducted with fathers.
2. Many of the findings in the literature on fathers are suspect because of flawed methods
(i.e., interviewing mothers, relying on clinical impressions, lack of longitudinal data).
3. Until recently, fathers were often treated as relatively unimportant to the development
of special-needs children by scholars and practitioners.
4. We know fairly little about what fathers actually do in their involvement with their
children with disabilities.
5. There is great diversity of experience because of the variation in disabilities and
fathering styles.
6. A disproportionate amount of the research has focused only on the negative aspects of
the fathers’ experience and less on the personal growth that occurs.
7. For many fathers, religious meanings and supports are (or become) significant to how
they adapt to this challenge.
8. Fathers often respond creatively and often have a significant impact on their children
with special needs.
Most research has focused on the negative aspects of fathers’ experiences and less on
the positive experiences and personal growth that also often occur (Dollahite, 2003). The
findings from this literature support the idea that our answers are usually only as good
as our questions and methods. The findings have not fully depicted the great strengths
fathers bring to their work with their special children and the great joys and insights that
emerge from this involvement. This is understandable in that until recently most studies
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of father involvement were undertaken from what Doherty (1991) called a deficit perspective and Hawkins and Dollahite (1997) labeled a role-inadequacy perspective. Moreover,
many of the studies of families with challenging circumstances employed a stress and
coping  paradigm with its emphasis on difficulties rather than looking from a resiliency
perspective.
This chapter focuses on major findings from qualitative (narrative) research I conducted
with fathers of special-needs children. These findings not only confirm some of the
previous findings but also provide additional information on the processes of involvement
from personal narratives from the father. Because of the qualitative methodology and the
unique nature of the sample (highly religious), these findings are not easily generalizable
to the population of fathers of children with special needs. However, the rich descriptions
of experiences and meanings provided by narrative methods allow scholars to become
more aware of the range of experience of these fathers. And whereas not all fathers of
special-needs children are as devoutly religious as the fathers in our samples, the research
indicates that most fathers of such children wrestle with questions of meaning and that
many try to find some strength and support in some type of spiritual or religious belief,
practice, or community. Parenthetically, my professional experience in speaking with,
interviewing, reading the writings of, and listening to hundreds of fathers from many
backgrounds suggests that most of these fathers resonate with stories of a transcendent
quality from whatever source they are shared.
The main findings that are illustrated with fathers’ personal narratives include the
following:
1. Significant insights are usually part of the experience of fathering a child with
significant challenges and these insights are highly valued by the fathers.
2. Fathers and their special-needs children often share a unique and transcendent
emotional bond that fathers find difficult to describe fully.
3. Fathers grow significantly through their involvement with their special-needs children
and their children have a profound influence on them and their lives.
4. Good fathering with special-needs children requires flexibility, innovation, and
creativity—what Brotherson & Dollahite (1997) called generative ingenuity.
5. Fathers and mothers often provide what Olson et al. (2002) called relational
complementarity in their care for special-needs children, and fathers believe their
added and unique involvement matters.
6. Many fathers draw on faith, belief, prayer, spiritual experience, and social support from
faith communities to help them.
7. The data support the major premises of the generative fathering perspective—that
fathers feel a moral call to meet the needs of their children, they work hard to do so,
and they bring strengths to this work.
After the presentation of these major findings I briefly discuss the potential value of
qualitative (narrative) approaches alongside quantitative methods for understanding father
involvement and informing programming and policy.
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SAMPLES AND METHODS
Sample 1. This sample consisted of 16 married, middle-socioeconomic-status fathers of young
children with special needs from central Utah. Most were involved in a support program for
such families. The types of special needs in the children in this sample included mild intellectual and emotional limitations, serious emotional/physical disabilities, and life-threatening
chronic illnesses. Fathers were generally between 20 and 30 years old (mean 26) with between
two and four children. The majority of the special-needs children were less than age 3, but
many of the families involved had older special-needs children as well. The sample was mainly
Caucasian, with one African-American father and one native Chinese father. All participants
were members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS or Mormon).
Methods for Sample 1. Fathers’ narratives were gathered through in-depth interviews of
1½ to 2 hours in length. Interviews were conducted by two-person teams, usually a man and
a woman. Questions were designed to elicit from fathers narratives that illustrated times when
they felt closest to (and most distant from) their children, times when they felt they met (and
did not meet) their children’s needs, their most (and least) enjoyable experiences with children, and ways they tried to develop a good relationship with them. The questions asked were
intended to draw out personal experiences, along with personal meanings of those experiences. No questions asked specifically about religious beliefs, practices, or experiences.
Sample 2. For this sample, again, all fathers were members of LDS. Of the 19 fathers,
18 were married and 1 was divorced; the married fathers were married to women who
were also active in the LDS community. Of the 19 fathers, 17 were Caucasian, 1 was
Pacific Islander, and 1 was Hispanic. Based on basic demographic information and place
of residence, all fathers were of middle-socioeconomic status. The age range of the fathers
was 25 to 49 years (mean=34.8). The number of children in these families ranged from
1 to 6 (mean=3.2), and each family had at least one child with special needs (four of the
families had more than one child with special needs). The special needs of the children
included a variety of moderate to severe physical and cognitive delays, serious chronic and
terminal conditions, autism, Tourette’s syndrome, Down syndrome, heart disease, severe
scoliosis, deafness, and blindness. The age range of the children with special needs was 8
months to 16 years (mean=4.5 years).
Methods for Sample 2. An agency that assisted families with special-needs children
was contacted in a predominantly LDS community. To preserve confidentiality, the agency
mailed out letters describing the project and requesting participation. Seventeen of the 19
fathers in the sample were contacted through this method. To broaden the age range of
children and type of special needs, two other fathers were located through snowballing.
Overall, a 26.5% response rate was obtained, which is reasonable for qualitative interviews
of men (Marks & Dollahite, 2001).
The interview schedule consisted of 20 open-ended questions that were carefully constructed
with sensitivity to the bodies of literature regarding (a) fathering, (b) fathering children with
special needs, (c) fathering and religion, and (d) the previous work of the authors. The first 12
questions addressed the contextual challenges of being the father of a special-needs child. The
last 8 questions asked if religion was meaningful and influential to the father and his family
and, if so, how. Questions designed to invite the sharing of personal stories, meanings, and
interpretations relating to both contextual and religious questions were frequently asked. Interview times ranged from 50 minutes to 4 hours with a mean of 1.5 hours.
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GENERATIVE CONCEPTUAL PERSPECTIVE OF RESPONSIBLE
FATHERING
It is important to mention that my colleagues and I approach the study of responsible
fathering in fathers of children with special needs from a generative perspective (Dollahite,
Hawkins, & Brotherson, 1997; Dollahite & Hawkins, 1998; Dollahite et al., 1998b;
Hawkins & Dollahite, 1997). The generative approach assumes that (a) fathers face an
ethical call from their child and communities to try to meet their child’s needs, (b) fathers
bring strengths to their “fatherwork,” and they can and should care for their children in
meaningful ways, and (c) responsible fathering emerges more from a father’s deeply held
values and beliefs than merely from responding to a socially imposed role. The generative
fathering perspective emphasizes a father’s moral obligation to work to meet the needs of
his child. He does so by actively responding to the “call” for care and connection exerted
by his child and by responding to his deepest feelings for and commitments to that child.
Thus, from a generative fathering perspective, responsible fathering is defined as active,
responsive involvement with one’s child, working to meet her or his varied needs. This
definition centers on a father’s responsiveness to the needs of his child and responsiveness
to his own deeply held beliefs, rather than on his enacting a role obligation imposed
by  external cultural or societal ideologies. It is this feature of the generative fathering
framework that gives it particular relevance to fathering children with special needs because
these children exert an even greater call on their fathers’ efforts and their needs call forth
even greater moral work to seek to meet those needs (Dollahite et al., 1998b; Marks &
Dollahite, 2001; Olson, Dollahite, & White, 2002).
In the research reported here, the data seem to support these general assumptions,
although I have consciously and systematically tried to be open to data that may not support
them. Where information to the contrary is not available in the data, these assumptions
inform, and implications for policy or practice are suggested.
Within each section, following a brief summary of the findings, the narratives are
presented with only brief contextualizing introduction and little or no interpretive comment.
Of course, names have been changed.
Wrestling With Meaning: Significant Insights
Significant insights are often part of the experience of fathering a child with challenges,
and these insights are highly valued by the fathers. Wrestling with meaning is an inherent
part of raising a child with special needs, and finding new insight into the challenges faced
is both sought and valued.
Carl (a father of a child with autism):
You don’t know what you are going to run into. You don’t know what great insights
and blessings are going to come to you because you are devoting your life and your
resources in a different direction than the one you anticipated. Your child may not
go to college. They may never get married…but I am convinced that there is a plan
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for Marisa and we are a part of that plan and I don’t want to thwart the purposes of
God by denying her ability to achieve all that she can achieve, and being all that
I can be.

Jack:
There are always two sides and two views to everything. There is always a good
and there is always a bad, and there is a happy and a sad…We could have been one
of those that when this happened asked, “Why? It’s not fair. Why did this happen to
us?” The problem with that is there isn’t an answer to the “Why?” You never know
why it happens…you can never be satisfied and you can never get an answer. As hard
as it might be to look at the positive, at least then there is something finite to the situations that you’re in. There is something firm and something that you can grasp a hold
of, something that can end your thought process at that time. I think that is important.
I think that is why positive people have such an advantage over other people, because
then they can take the next step. If you look at it the other way you can’t take the next
step because you are still trying to get the answer to the first question.
Charles:
We did our best to make sure that we got through it well. We weren’t going to say,
“Why me?” and that is something I spent very little time on…I still wondered from
time to time why she had to go through this, but I didn’t spend any time being mad
at God that we were chosen to go through this. I decided early on that we were going
to tackle this with faith and determination, and we were going to make it. We were
going to come out being in love with God and not hating Him.
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Ethan:
All of a sudden Bryce collapses in church and is back in the hospital. Back in the
hospital again. I just said, “Why, hasn’t he suffered enough?” I was so tired of watching Bryce suffer, and there was not a thing I could do about it. What do I do? Take
him home? [Laughs in frustration] Like that would really help. I had this emotion, I
remember walking around the hospital with my wife and just sitting down and starting to sob. That’s when she taught me a great lesson that “Heavenly Father   loves
him more than you do and He’s not going to do anything that Bryce can’t handle
so what’s your problem?” She’s really candid about those things. That was a great
moment. There’s been lots of moments like that.
Connection Through Care: Transcendent Bonds
Fathers and their special-needs children often share a unique and transcendent emotional
bond that fathers find difficult to describe fully and which would be more difficult to fully
assess without hearing fathers’ personal descriptions of this bond.
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Mel:
When Stan was three months old, I laid him in the bottom of the tub and put in a
washcloth so he wouldn’t slide around. I put him in the bottom of the tub and slowly
filled it with water until it was at his ear level, so that I knew if he turned one way or
the other he could at least be safe. He didn’t have very good motor movement at the
time as a baby and was sort of jerky, but once he got into the water like that almost
immediately his motor coordination began. I don’t know how to explain it, but he
started kicking and moving his arms, he brightened up and there was something
almost transcendental about the movement of looking into his eyes while he was
there in the water and he was making a moment of progression in his body. Somehow, he was on his own. It’s very difficult to explain it, but you could see the water,
his eyes, and the sky in all that one moment. It was just an important moment for
me…. It may just be because you have moments when you look at people and there
is a connection there which is inexplicable. I can’t explain it. I looked into his eyes
and said something. It was just a tie between father and child.
Matt:
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I look into her eyes. Autistic people in general never look at you, they will always
look down. Early on Jennifer didn’t make eye contact, but later on in life she started
to make eye contact. For me, looking into her eyes is like looking into her soul. I see
a lot, I read a lot, I sense a lot. This might be the primary method of communication
between me and this little girl, by looking through her eyes. Sometimes I will just sit
down with her in a chair, she will sit on my lap, and I will just look into her eyes. I
feel I am gazing into eternity, it is enormously joyful for me to do that.
The following example illustrates the bond a father and son had during mid-adolescence, at a time when it was believed the end of the child’s life was near because of serious
heart problems.
Ethan:
It was confirmed by doctors that Bryce’s heart was shot. He was on IV’s at home,
kind of forcing the heart to pump…the doctors gave him one to three months to
live…We spent a lot of time together talking…10–20 hours a week just talking…   he
was failing noticeably. He weighed about 70 pounds, he was 14 years old…he was
on oxygen. He couldn’t bathe…he was too weak. He loved showers so I would prop
him up in the shower. I could tell when we first started having to do this that he was
kind of embarrassed. It was hard for me at first, I knew he was embarrassed. Those
became really choice times [long pause, eyes fill with tears]. Sorry [pause], he was so
submissive, in every way. He was so at peace with what was happening.
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Adapting to Change: Generative Growth

Fathers grow significantly through their involvement with their special-needs children, and
their children have a profound influence on them and their lives. For most, the diagnosis
came early on, many times at birth, but for others it was a process of searching and learning
of what special needs existed for the child.
Charles (his daughter Rachel suffered from Leukemia for 3 years and died at age 5):
We went to give blood at a stake blood drive, and our stake president was there giving blood. He’d given Rachel a couple of blessings. We had gone through the line
and I was just happy because I’d just gotten a penicillin shot and they wouldn’t take
my blood. Sandra had given her blood and President Clyde [an LDS church leader]
was there giving blood. Rachel went over and held his hand while he had that blood
drawn because she knew what it was like to have needles poked in your skin and she
felt for him. She couldn’t do much but she could hold his hand and she did that. The
impact that has on me just tells me that a little bit of loving concern for others goes a
long way, not just in the life of either person in the interaction, but in the people who
see that. It makes you want to go forth and do likewise.
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Greg:
I think I’m a lot more conscientious about how I look at lots of people, look at other
people in general. Because I recognize right now that he is not going to follow the
path that I took intellectually; for me, and for my whole family. They all are well
educated, intelligent, or intellect is very important, scholastics are very important.
William isn’t going to be a real scholar…. I have become much more sensitive to his
worth as a person outside of his scholastic ability. And that has impacted the way I
look…at people in general, how I judge people. There’s worth there outside of their
grade point average and education. He’s got some great talents, some great gifts. It’s
just made me aware that, that I need to look at, to look at that and be aware of that
in other people.
Many fathers described increased empathy, patience, tenderness, humility, and submissiveness, and felt they had put life in better perspective.
Larry:
I’m more thoughtful and patient, not that I’m perfect on all occasions, but I’m certainly more tender with the children in general.
Michael:
I’ve become more sensitive, more thoughtful, more empathic, you know as far as
growing and changing and adapting,
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Ethan:
Another significant thing that I’ve learned is that Bryce, as a person and as a situation, has served to kind of jerk me back to what’s really important.Good fathering
of children with special needs requires flexibility, innovation, and creativity—what
Brotherson & Dollahite (1997) called generative ingenuity. The stories told in this
section highlight some of the ways fathers use their minds and energies to meet their
children’s needs.
Lewis:
I don’t think [my child having spina bifida] changes anything for me personally.
Obviously it’s going to come into play later—I don’t think that he’s going to be a
real hiker. But we’ll find ways to deal with that. I don’t think it’s going to have a big
effect…. He can still learn [to fish], too. You don’t know me very well; I’d park in
the stream if I have to. I’ve taken my dad out and he can’t walk. I just say, “All right,
you sit here in the truck.” I drove up and parked in the stream, so he could fish. That
was fun!

Copyright © 2003. Taylor & Francis Group. All rights reserved.

Curtis:
When he was a year old he was talking like any normal kid. He was starting to say
words and then all of a sudden there was nothing. We tried and tried to get his ears
cleared up with antibiotics, etc., and it didn’t work. It was really kind of hard when
you see other kids his age talking and communicating, and Matt would just sit there
and do nothing. Physically he was fine. He could run and jump and throw…. I guess
I’m kind of proud but I always wanted to be the best at what I did, and I thought,
“Poor kid, he’s got to go through school and he’ll be behind.” But then I decided he
could catch up if we work with him, and so we’ve got to do it now and hold up our
end of the deal. At first, it was kind of hard, but it doesn’t bother me now…. I’ve
seen him do [it] and how he can learn. He doesn’t have a learning disability, he’s just
had a hard time hearing and now he’s got to catch up…. Now, I’ve seen that it will
work out.
Steven:
When I first got this diagnosis of autism, the hope, the high expectations, the assumed
success that your child is going to have in life, just sort of all drained out of me. I
mean the blood probably left my head, I probably turned white as a ghost or something when the realization hit me that here’s this diagnosis—AUTISM. And it just
sort of hits you like someone just swung a bat at you and knocked the wind   right
out of you. And so the first thing I would say [to a father in a similar situation] is
this is not a death sentence. There is hope here. And it is not just false hope and stay
positive for your child. Our child has made enormous gains by getting some very
specific treatment for her and by taking an approach as a family, as a couple, as her
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parents, in dealing with her in certain ways, and helping her cope, and expanding her
capabilities in other ways So there is always hope…. Quite frankly, as her father, I do
whatever I can all the way around, making the best of the situation.
Relational Complementarity and Unique Strengths
Fathers and mothers often provide what Olson et al. (2002) called relational complementarity,
and fathers believe their joint and unique involvement in caring for their children matters.
Fathers often reported working with their child’s mother to meet the needs of their child, drawing from each other’s strengths and preferences. The fathers also reported that there were some
aspects of caring for their child that they seemed to bring unique strengths to.
According to Olson et al. (2002), “Fathers also related several experiences where they felt
they were able to be uniquely involved in their child’s life. This is consistent with literature
(Bailey, Blasco, & Simeonsson, 1992; Beckman, 1991; Frey, Fewell, & Vadasy, 1989; Goldberg, Marcovitch, MacGregor, & Lojkasek, 1986) that has found fathers’ experiences are often
unique from mothers’ experiences” (p. 57).
Matt:
When Jennifer was young she used to tantrum a lot, expressing her frustration and anger
very physically. I used to pick her up and hold her close in an attempt to settle her down.
Eventually I could wrap my arms around her and sit in a chair or something, partly to
restrain her and partly to communicate to her the enormous love and caring I had for her.
I am not sure if holding her is what calmed her, but it did. Laura couldn’t do the same
thing that I could do, maybe because of my size, but I always felt from a very young age,
that we had a bit of a bond.
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Derrick:
I don’t know what the norm is for fathers [for nurturing their children]. I know what the
stereotype is, at least in my mind, which is that the Mom gets up with the kids and rocks
them while Dad is laying in bed and sleeping. Well, that has never happened in this family. I guess that I feel a little proud that I can do that and I actually do it, and it helps me
in my relationship not only with that particular child but with the other kids.
Jake:
Whenever I come home, if my son’s been having a bad day I just pick him up and take
care of him. He doesn’t always calm down, but I am the one that deals with it whenever
I am home. We kind of joke about it, but he’s my kid. I stay up all night   rocking him
when he can’t sleep; when he’s screaming, having his night terrors, I just know him, I
can just take care of him. I come home and he’ll be screaming and I can pick him up
and make him a sandwich and help him eat it and he’ll calm down and go about his
business, when he wouldn’t eat before that…. Everybody knows he’s my kid and I take
care of him. [Knowing that he needs me like that] is a tremendous pressure and great at
the same time.
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Olson et al. (2002) found that relational complementarity was based on each parent’s strengths
as opposed to gender norms and that those few cases in which the fathers related experiences
where only they were able to meet their child’s need usually involved situations where the
father’s physical strength was necessary.
Faith of the Fathers and Children
Research demonstrates that religion can provide great support for families with children
with special needs (Bennett, Deluca, & Allen, 1995; Bishop, 1985; Marks &  Dollahite,
2001; Marshall et al., 2003; Maton & Wells, 1995; Pargament, 1997; Turbiville, 1994;
Webb-Mitchell, 1993). These fathers also drew on their religious beliefs and faith
communities to help them. Another source of help for these fathers came from “priesthood
blessings” that usually took place soon after birth (in a naming ceremony) and at other
times of need. Fathers also mentioned a connection between their religious involvement
and a sense of responsibility to their children.
Monty:
They [the church members] have been there. They were helpful to me when my son
was in the hospital. I could call on them and depend on them to pick me up if I needed
a ride home [because my car was broken down]. They [also] helped us with meals….
It was great. It meant a lot to me. Here I had no transportation, my wife was at the
hospital, and [we] could just call and rely on them.
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Lucas:
We were kind of in a bind because we didn’t have the money to rent an apartment
over here [near the hospital and] I still needed to work [back home]. So my parents
talked to [some old friends from the church here] and they invited us to come and
stay with them. They were just great. They were like our parents. We stayed with
them not only while Caleb was in the hospital, but when he first got out and we
were looking for a place over here…It was such a huge help…to have that burden
removed…so that we could be close to the hospital.
Michael:
We were relatively new members in our ward congregation and our bishop had
learned of Alan’s upcoming surgery. The bishop got up in church [laughs with emotion] and let the ward know that we have a good little guy in our ward who needs our
prayers and faith right now, and needs our fasting and effort to request a blessing on
his   behalf. The ward just responded! Many church members told us of their fasting
and prayer and their hope and wishes that he’d have a successful surgery, expressing
their love and support for Alan and for our family.
The following narratives reflect the thoughts of many of the fathers who expressed that
their religious commitments facilitated a greater sense of paternal responsibility and helped
them to meet the challenging needs of their children.
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Ryan:
When Luke was two he was extremely sick and I gave him a father’s blessing, it was
the best experience I have ever had. I knew at that time he was a perfect child, I have
never forgotten that feeling. I recall wondering why I was chosen to have a perfect
person in my house and hoping to live up to whatever was expected of me.
Lucas:
I think the best thing that the church has done for me and indirectly for Caleb is [that]
it’s allowed me to give him [priesthood] blessings…. I was there by myself [by his]
incubator, and he was really having a hard time. They had a couple of nurses around
him and they had his respirator in. He had some kind of infection that was filling up
his lungs with secretions and he was having a really hard time breathing. [The respirator] was as high as the machine would go and he was still, I could just see in his
eyes…there was that deer in the headlight panic look in his eyes. It was really hard
for me because what can you do? They had the oxygen turned all the way up…[it
was] a humbling thing for me, and anything I could do to help him I’ll do…. I gave
him a blessing. [It made] me want to be a better person so that if there is something
that I can do for him, even if it is just giving a blessing, I can be worthy to do that. In
that way it makes me a better person.
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Chris:
[The doctors] kept working on [my daughter] trying to get her to breathe, and she
was just lying there. They couldn’t get her to breathe, and this went on and on. That’s
when I get hit with this mantle of fatherhood. [I] realize that she is new to this world,
and her mom is lying on the table, has undergone major surgery, and you’re the only
person in the world she has. There’s all the doctors, there’s everyone around, but
when she’s in trouble, you’re the one she’s going to look to. You’re the one that has
to be there for her. I just had to start praying for her…. When she was in the most
need it just hit me that it was up to me to pray for her. There was no one else on earth
that could do that for her at that time. That was probably the most sacred [experience
I’ve had].
Michael (a father whose son, age 9, was born with shortened forearms and missing
fingers and an extreme case of scoliosis, told of his son’s religious perspective on his
challenges):
[Thinking about my son with special needs] I thought, “Well, what is the purpose
of life?” And you know, to say it in a succinct way, life is not a beauty contest.
Christ   never said, “Blessed are the physically most beautiful, for they shall inherit
the kingdom of God.” You know, if you read the beatitudes, they’re pretty non-physical (laughingly), instead they have everything to do with the quality of our heart
and our spirit. And Alan is an exceptionally extraordinary individual. Alan has this
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n atural ability to elicit love from people. He elicits godly, goodwill from people in a
real natural way. We’ve flown all over the country talking to physicians and everywhere he goes, people like him, they act in godly, kindly, unselfish, genuine ways
around him. He brings this out of people. And Alan has an innate gift about that,
and a real sensitivity about spiritual things…. One time Alan and I were alone in the
kitchen and he just looked up at me and said, “You know dad, if I were born again,
I would like to have hands like Kathleen, and like Benjamin.”…And I didn’t say
anything for just a moment, just a short pause, and then he said,…“But this is just the
challenge that Heavenly Father has given me for this life.” And, he, paused again,
and he goes, “So it’s okay.” But it wasn’t a mournful okay, it was kind of a “this is
alright”—almost like a little bit of a spunk, and possibly even enthusiasm in the tone,
‘This is alright, this is just my challenge.”
Support for the Generative Framework
Overall, these in-depth interviews with 35 fathers of children with special needs provide
evidence that the underlying assumptions of the “conceptual ethic” of generative fathering
has some merit. These data provide a detailed picture of the ways these fathers feel a moral
call to meet the needs of their children, work hard to do so, and bring significant strengths
to their work. The following two narratives explicitly illustrate how many fathers thought
of their fathering as the important work they are doing.
Ray shared a childhood recollection relating to his own father that strengthened Ray’s
commitment to his son and family in a way that he associated with his own religious
beliefs. This narrative supports the generative fathering perspective on viewing fathering
as work—or what Dollahite et al. (1997) called fatherwork:
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Ray:
One of the things that I remember [from my childhood] is when we were working on
the yard [at our] cabin in Minnesota. We children would get tired and leave and go
and play, but my father would always stay until the job was done. It would always
impress me that I would be playing with my friends, and then I would still see my
dad working on the same job, until the job was done. It always impressed me and
has carried throughout my life that that’s what men do. They accomplish the job….
As far as the religious or spiritual things, I see from my father through his example
that this is my job [being a good father]. I am to finish the job, so no matter what it
takes or how long it is, you just stick to it and go to work, until the job is done. It is
the father’s responsibility, and the Church’s teachings that…you are responsible, that
you are the support, that this is what you do.
Given the high rates of father abandonment among families with special-needs children
(Fewell & Vadasy, 1986), this plan to “finish the job” is not insignificant.
Charles (whose daughter Rachel suffered from leukemia for 3 years and died at age 5):I
have just about spent my life caring for and nurturing Rachel, when I wasn’t at work.
Maybe the hospital is the part we like to forget but can’t. When her pain got to the
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point that she couldn’t go to the bathroom, I was the one that got to her bedpans for
her She would only let me do it; I was the one that did that. It wasn’t a thing for Mom,
and she didn’t want anybody else in the room. She kicked everybody out of the room;
nurses, Mom (Mom had to be outside the door), and I would get the bedpan as best as
I could under her bottom without hurting her. Moving the sheets hurt her. It was not
a good thing. But she let me do that for her, and I was able to take care of her needs,
and it helped me that I was the only one she’d let do it…You wouldn’t expect bedpan
shuffling to be a wonderful memory, but it was. She trusted me to do my best job not
to hurt her, an that was special to me that she let me do that.
Challenges of Dealing With Health and Education Systems
Some of the most difficult experiences for many fathers involved dealing with the
health, educational, and insurance systems as a result of their child’s disability or illness.  Fortunately, most social agencies have responded to the frustrations many fathers
expressed when they used to be treated as “second-class citizens” or unimportant to their
child’s development or well-being. However, it is still the case that feelings of frustration
and loss can be exacerbated by a delivery system that sometimes excludes and disregards
fathers while focusing on mothers and children (May, 1997).

USING NARRATIVE CREATIVELY TO UNDERSTAND AND
ENCOURAGE FATHER INVOLVEMENT
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I believe that both quantitative and qualitative methods can be useful at all stages of the
research process and in all aspects of the challenging process of allowing research to inform
programming and policy. That is, I believe both qualitative and quantitative  methods
together are most likely to provide the most complete information possible whether one is
• Exploring father involvement simply to understand it better,
• Measuring or assessing the quantity and/or quality of father involvement in different
samples of fathers,
• Using research to inform the creation of a program to help increase father
involvement,
• Using research to inform the formulation of public or corporate policy to increase
father involvement, or
• Using research to evaluate an existing program or policy.
For the purposes of this chapter, however, I will focus on two ways of using narrative—creating a “summary narrative” to facilitate validation of findings and potential quantitative
application of narrative research and testing and deriving conceptual frameworks from
narrative—what I call linking story and theory.
Summary Narrative
One creative way to use narrative in research is to create a summary narrative that attempts
to capture the essence of a given set of narratives and then ask respondents to indicate
to what extent that summary narrative represents their experience. For example, Olson
et al. (2002) utilize the concept of the summary narrative to test out the validity of their
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interpretations of fathers’ narratives. Based on the findings from each of five fathers in
the sample, a summary narrative was created and sent to each father with the request that
he rate the narrative as to the congruence between the summary narrative and his lived
experiences. The congruence was exceptionally high for four of the five fathers (5 on a
5-point scale) and moderately high for the other father (3.5). In addition, comments on
the summary narrative were requested. The comments from the one father who saw his
experience as being different to some extent allowed researchers to modify the summary
narrative slightly to include that father’s perspective. This revised summary narrative could
then be used as part of a quantitative measure of other fathers’ experiences with their
special-needs children.
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Linking Theory With Story
Qualitative data have the potential to provide rich, contextual information. Listening to
people’s ideas, opinions, concerns, dreams, goals, and personal theories can be very helpful
in understanding them and others who share something in common with them. Narrative
accounts are one kind of qualitative data focusing on stories told by the respondents. My
own approach to narrative focuses on asking respondents to tell of actual events in lived
experience along with some interpretative commentary about those stories. That is, I focus
on their accounts of “what they actually did” more than other types of discourse. My theory
is that reports of actual events are more likely to give helpful information than other types
of discourse. I also try to have respondents tell me what that experience means to them.
I then try to both test and formulate conceptual frameworks from those stories. Thus, my
approach links theory with story (Dollahite et al., 1996, 1998a).
Many scholars with a narrative approach (e.g., Josselson & Lieblich, 1993; McAdams,
1993; Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986; Webb-Mitchell, 1993) argue that human beings
“live in narrative” or make sense of their experiences through story. The idea is that people
are uniquely skilled at creating meaning through attributions of cause and effect in the
ongoing unfolding of events in their lives. These scholars would argue that if you want to
really understand someone you must hear “their story” (their overall sense of who they are
and why their life matters) as well as “their stories” or the prosaic and profound experiences they have had along with how they interpret these experiences and how they fit in
their overall “story.”
Thus, from a narrative perspective, a powerful way to test out the validity of ideas
is to listen to people’s stories and see how they correspond with those ideas. Of course,
as scholars who employ grounded-theory approaches (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) will tell
you, in-depth interviews that allow people to discuss their experiences (tell their story
and stories) in a specific area of concern can be a rich source of material from which to
formulate theory.
Application to Programming
One of the reasons I like to gather personal narratives from fathers is that these stories can
be used in programming to help increase father involvement, A detailed discussion of this
argument is available in Dollahite et al. (1996), and program evaluations of narrative methods of a fathering web site have been published. Suffice it to say that stories can appeal
to people, inspire them, engage their cognitive, moral, affective, and spiritual selves, and
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give them a sense of the possible or a model for behavior. For an example of a narrativebased education program to encourage father involvement, see the FatherWork web site at
http://fatherwork.byu.edu/.
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